A Collections Care Plan for Alabama's Cultural Collections by Alabama Historical Commission and its four grant partners
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Project Statement and Acknowledgements 
 
The ALABAMA CULTURAL COMMONS is a resource for Alabama’s cultural heritage organizations 
that support collections.1  This alliance is being led by a partnership of five organizatons to address 
Alabama’s pressing needs for collections care.  These grant partners include: 
• Alabama Department of Archives & History 
• Alabama Historical Commission 
• Alabama Museums Association 
• Network of Alabama Academic Libraries 
• Society of Alabama Archivists 
The mission of this Alliance is to identify the location and condition of Alabama’s heritage 
collections and develop a plan of action that meets their preservation needs.  In order to do so, the 
partners first conducted a Heritage Health Index Survey, which documents collection conditions 
and preservation priorities.  This work was followed by focus groups at which the outcomes from 
the Survey were publicized, and the partners began to ask for strategies to address the needs that 
were presented.  The full text of both the Health Index Survey and the Focus Group Comments 
are available on the Alabama Cultural Commons website at www.alabamaculturalcommons.org. 
Based on a careful analysis of the survey data and focus group comments, the grant partners 
defined the following issues which affect the preservation of Alabama’s cultural collections:   
• Sustainability: Effective Fundraising and Ongoing Support 
• Facilities: Suitable and Stable Environment  
• Staff: Technically Capable and Aware (Current, Educated)  
• Management: Proper Collections Policies and Procedures 
• Preparedness: Ready for Disasters and Other Emergencies 
 
These issues formed the structure through which a strategic planning meeting was conducted.  
This strategic planning session was held in Birmingham, Alabama on January 24, 2011.  A total of 
twenty-two representatives from organizations which support collections care, as well as the five 
grant partners, attended the planning session and worked to develop specific strategies for each of 
the issues identified.  These strategies were then prioritized as action items on which the Alabama 
Cultural Commons (ACC) alliance can focus implementation.  This document serves to capture 
the prioritized strategies and establish a framework for future action by the Alliance.  This project 
was funded by the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS), Grant Number LF-41-09-
0002-09.  Any views, findings, conclusions or recommendations expressed in this document do 
not necessarily represent those of the Institute of Museum and Library Services. 
  
                                                            
1 Quoted from The Alabama Cultural Commons informational folders 
ALABAMA CULTURAL COMMONS 
ALABAMA CULTURAL COMMONS  | 2011 Collections Care Plan  2 of  5 
 
Process and Outcomes 
 
At the January 24th meeting, participants were asked to choose one of the five issues on which to 
work during the meeting.  Using focus group comments and their own expertise, participants in 
each small group were asked to develop three strategies to address the issue. Once three were fully 
defined, each group chose their most pressing strategy to share with the audience at large.  The 
audience was asked to concur that the strategy identified was indeed the most pressing.  When 
these presentations were completed, participants were given dots numbered one through five and 
asked to rank the order in which the five issues (and associated strategies) should be implemented.  
A table showing the number of votes each strategy received is included in the Appendix.   
 
For each issue, the most pressing strategy developed by the participants is detailed below and 
presented in the order of most to least pressing, as set by the meeting participants through priority 
voting.  
 
1. Management: Proper Collections Policies and Procedures 
WHAT: Create a basic survey (or inventory) form for any institution to use to gather information 
about collection items (to answer the question, “What do we have?”) 
WHO: Archival Training Collaborative (ATC), SALA, other groups 
HOW: Develop a collections inventory form and offer training on how to use it 
WHEN: Develop the survey and training within one to two years 
 
2. Preparedness: Ready for Disasters and Other Emergencies 
WHAT: All institutions complete a basic disaster response plan with contact lists (in a related 
strategy, a more ambitious goal of all institutions creating a full disaster planning/ response/ 
recovery document was identified using the same staff and methods for creating the basic plan) 
WHO: All staff responsible for collections 
HOW: Provide organizational support (from organizations such as ADAH, APLS, NAAL) support 
and policies, combined with training opportunities 
WHEN: No later than October 2011 for initial training 
 
A comment was submitted on this issue regarding the availability of existing infrastructures as fully 
explained under the Training issue, as well as through statewide organizations like Society of 
Alabama Archivists and Alabama Library Association. 
 
3. Staff: Technically Capable and Aware (Current, Educated)  
WHAT: Provide training for staff and volunteers 
WHO: Educational institutions and industry experts 
HOW: Work through professionals to provide a network 
WHEN: Now 
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This issue brought to light two important resources that can be used by the ACC immediately to 
serve the training purposes needed.  First, the infrastructure for training staff and volunteers is 
already in place through the Archival Training Collaborative (ATC).  Suggested topics for future 
training sessions that would help address collections care include: 1) How to Attract or Use 
Volunteers; 2) Grantwriting; 3) Collection Assessment; 4) Writing a Collections Policy; 5) 
Preparedness Plan Training; and 6) Disaster Response and Recovery.  Secondly, a comment was 
submitted at the end of the meeting regarding the availability of video conference centers at 
Alabama’s public libraries.  There are presently twelve such centers, and by October 2011, there 
should be an additional twenty to twenty-five available for public, and therefore ACC, use in 
libraries across the state.  These centers could be used for both dissimination of information 
and/or training. 
 
4. Facilities: Suitable and Stable Environment  
WHAT: Complete an assessment of current facilities 
WHO: Local staff from the facilities 
HOW: Use a survey assessment tool; Create and use common definitions; Train staff on how to 
use the assessment tool; Include a description of the facility and photo documentation; Include a 
statewide analysis of the results 
WHEN: No recommendation was provided, because group members had varying answers 
 
5. Sustainability: Effective Fundraising and Ongoing Support 
WHAT: Mobilize the state legislature, funding organizations and decision-makers to address 
cultural stewardship issues. 
WHO: Directors of statewide cultural agencies (APLS, Archives, APTV, AHF, ASCA, etc.); and / 
or cultural figures (e.g. Dr. Wayne Flynt) 
HOW: Look for opportunities with changes in the legislature 
WHEN: 2011 – 2015 
 
Final Recommendations 
A discussion of next steps followed the prioritization of strategies at the January 24th meeting.  Several 
comments were made that hold great merit for the ACC as it moves forward.  These comments include: 
 
• Broaden the circle of participants to include a more diverse group of cultural organizations; 
• Use the ACC website as a resource for sharing useful information, such as contact 
information; best practices; tools for data management; resources for preservation work 
(skilled laborers, manuals, etc.); and meeting space and equipment that could be shared; 
• Once the action plan is developed, share it directly (by email) with all who participated in 
the survey, focus groups and planning session, as well as posting it on the ACC website; 
• Use industry associations to publicize the ACC work and call for volunteers; this could 
include speaking at industry conferences; 
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• Develop a white paper / talking points about ACC and the grant work, so that participants 
can share information with colleagues; 
• Develop talking points on the value of cultural organizations and their economic impact, 
so that institutions can share this information with local and state governments as part of 
their funding strategies. 
 
The Alabama Cultural Commons (ACC) alliance has made great progress thus far on identifying 
the challenges and barriers to preserving Alabama’s collections, as well as the strategies important 
to addressing their needs.  It is evident from the success of the meeting that the ACC is a helpful 
convenor of different groups who care deeply about collections.  However, the five grant partners 
cannot form and act on the work detailed herein alone.  Dedicated volunteers and a variety of 
institutional support are needed.  In the current economic climate, it is unlikely that funds will be 
available to establish a formal organization to carry out this work at this time.  Until such resources 
look promising, the ACC can grow as an informal association of volunteers and continue what has 
begun through this IMLS grant. 
 
To move this good work forward, the ACC Alliance should use the action plan detailed herein to 
1) draw support and volunteers from additional organizations, institutions and associations; 2) 
build a better awareness of Alabama’s need for collections care through advocacy and increased 
communication among both cultural heritage organizations, citizens and government leaders; and 
3) further define and act on the “low-hanging fruit” identified by participants that can be 
addressed within the confines of current institutional budgets or by volunteer time alone.  
Accomplishing these three goals will position the ACC to capitalize on future opportunities for 
state, federal and grant funding.  At that future date, with the results of these recommendations 
evident, the ACC will have grown from the five grant partners to an alliance of many committed 
organizations and volunteers with a track record of successful collaboration. 
 
I encourage the grant partners to remain committed to the ACC’s mission, draw others who 
participated in the grant work to join you, and continue this worthy preservation work.  As a 
result, the people of Alabama – now and in the future – will undoubtedly benefit for years to 
come! 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Elizabeth Barbaree-Tasker 
Consultant, Tasker LLC 
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APPENDIX 
 
Priority Rankings 
Based on the votes cast during the planning session, the highest priority issue and strategy which 
should be pursued is Management.  It received eight votes for the Priority One position and a 
combined total of thirteen votes for positions 2 and 3.  Preparedness received a close second 
ranking, with the same number of votes for Priority One, but a combined total of seven votes for 
positions 2 and 3.  Staff received the most votes for position three, Facilities for position four and 
Sustainability for position five. 
 
 Votes Received 
ranking 1 2 3 4 5 
Management 8 6 7 4 0 
Preparedness 8 5 2 4 4 
Staff 0 7 7 8 2 
Facilities 3 4 6 7 5 
Sustainability 6 3 3 2 8 
 
Final Comments 
Additional comments made during the planning session include: 
• The name Alabama Cultural Commons is great for a shared collaborative effort; now it just 
needs more definition (an “identity”) to get more organizations involved; 
• With budget cuts and proration, leaders may view preservation needs as less important 
now; this is not, however, a given, and those organizations with the best advocates and the 
most compelling evidence of needs always have a good chance of getting funding; 
• The ACC should capitalize on the incoming Governor’s focus on jobs and collaboration; 
• A “rallying cry” is always needed to galvanize support, and that cry should be the perilous 
state of collections; 
• Perhaps ACC grows into a conference for networking, resource sharing and developing a 
shared agenda for advocacy; 
• Progress can be made with volunteers, but to really preserve collections, resources will be 
needed; “Who will provide the manpower and maintain all of this?” was offered as a 
thought-provoking question; 
• Alabama’s cultural heritage organizations vary greatly in size and sophistication level; this 
will be important to really addressing preservation needs. 
